The defined trial period in ethical decision making.
In the face of acute life-threatening illness, especially when superimposed upon chronic illness, patients and their families often face great difficulty in establishing treatment preferences and goals of care. This is especially true early in treatment when prognostication is difficult. The "defined trial period" is discussed and emphasized as a useful strategy in resolving some of these dilemmas. This strategy depends on acceptance of the moral and legal equivalency of withholding and withdrawing treatment. An unusual case is presented in which the use of a defined trial period enabled the entire care team to form a consensus on a treatment plan. Society faces a great challenge in how it balances competing interests in the allocation of scarce resources.